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Incompetents abroad 


N RESPONSE TO THE YALE HISTORIAN Timo- 
thy Snyder declaring, “This war ends when Ukraine 
wins’ Critic contributor Sumantra Maitra asked, 
“what does ‘win’ mean in this context?” 

Henry Kissinger, as elliptical as ever at 99, was 
still clear enough that the best “win” Ulaaine is 
getting out of Russia's invasion is not losing any 
more. “At no point; the former US Secretary of 

State explained, “did I say that Ukraine should give up any 
territory. I said the logical dividing line for a ceasefire is the 
status quo ante.’ 

Whatever worldly imprecision Kissinger 
meant for his successors to contemplate in 
terms of front lines on maps, his advice was 
directly for them, and only indirectly for 
Ukraine's leaders. 

‘The time when Britain was in America’s 
place today will soon be beyond living 
memory: the arbiter of the affairs of other 
nations while precariously seeking to 
maintain her own hegemonic position. In 
other words, those who conduct, and those 
who merely think about our foreign affairs, 
have had a long time to adjust their habits of 
thought to the task actually in front of them. 


WHAT EVIDENCE IS THERE THAT we 
have a foreign policy elite in this country 
even adequately up to the job of charting a middle power’s 
place in the world? Lots, and all of it bad. 

We should reflect on why such unremitting elite failure goes 
on happening decade after decade without salutary conse- 
quences for the people who keep screwing up. 

Name a British national strategy: EU membership was a 
50-year failure; the bubble of Blairite and Tory Moderniser 
Sinophilia is long since burst; and always unexamined is the 
great question of what exactly we are getting out of Atlanticism 
that we wouldn't anyway get if we behaved just as France does? 

If the big picture is dismal, zoom into the micro: take 
Ukraine. What are the lethal resources we are sending there? 
Why are we doing it? What do we hope to get out of doing 
that? Before February this year, the idea that British interests 
had a frontier on the Dnieper would have been seen as a 
fantastical example of strategic overreach. Yet it is there that 
our arsenal’s range now extends. 

This is not to make a point about the war being lost by 
Ukraine — lost at least in the sense that the conflict will 
eventually end with it dispossessed of large parts of its land. 
‘That was evident the day Russia invaded. Nor is it to consider 
the moral case: the rationale behind the invasion and atrocities 
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Our hopeless 


foreign policy 
elite has no idea 
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what winning in 
Ukraine looks 
like — or how to 
bring it about 


committed by Russian forces are abominable. Itis to simply 
ask: having done what most of the world did not by choosing 
to intervene, what do we hope to get out of our intervention? 

Have we decided to help bleed out Russia in Ukraine, the 
fate of Anglo-American folly in Iraq and Afghanistan? Itis a 
bold strategy. But assuming Russia is still in miserable, bloody 
possession of territory come the winter, what then? What 
should we, or do we, ask Ukraine to do with our support? 
Fantasy piles upon pipedream. 


LOOK AT UKRAINE ANOTHER WAY, 

the way we should have looked at our 
intervention in Libya (which was as 
disastrous for her people as an endless war 
fought in Ukraine would surely be there). 
‘This was dressed up as morality, butit 
should have been seen as revenge. The 
long memory and longer arm of the 
British state paying back Gaddafi for 
arming the IRA. 

So too could Boris Johnson’s impulsive 
intervention in Ukraine have been 
regarded as due punishment for Russia for 
her insults offered on British territory, by 
her crude murders on British soil. Thinking 
like this conceives of limited goals and 
limited outcomes: it does not dream about 
remaking the world. 

But we could have a strategy, too, in Ukraine. Except it 
would be directed against our grossest foreign policy failure: 
the division of our own territory by the EU’s Northern Ireland 
Protocol. We could see our optional war in Ulaaine as bringing 
absolutely inescapable costs for one of the Protocol’s great 
European patrons, Germany. We could — in fact, why don’t 
we? — point to their sanction-busting determination to keep 
Kaliningrad in business as proof of how flexible and realistic 
the EU can be when it wants. 

Yet we are not supplying the Ulaainian war effort to teach 
Germany a lesson, nor even to stay in step with the United 
States, although President Biden’s unabated and unabashed 
favouritism for the neutral Irish Republic over NATO's most 
important pro-American European member tells much about 
how little influence British diplomacy has with a Democrat 
administration in Washington DC. 

Russia and Ukraine both know what winning would 
represent. Our hopeless foreign policy elite has no clue what 
winning would even look like, or how to bring pressure to 
secure a tenable end to the conflict. There is no coherent 
strategy driving our foreign policy, whether in Europe or 
beyond. @ 
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JONATHAN MEADES 


Rugger’s buggered 


The more money has come died last month — was The poe more dismal the spectacle of 
intorugby, the more dismalthe playing, then the fiveminutes  ~ 5 the game has become. Every 
; of ballet would be stretched 18 being coach in the world has been 
spectacle has become to 15 minutes and trans- destroyed, treated to a cracking bumper 
| formed into a performance . package of data, performance 
OWN THE YEARS Twick- that appeared to defy gravity Just ad Drake analytics, algorithms, 
enham’s attraction has and the norms of mobility iS being accelerometers, work 
altered. The last time I went and balance. destroyed by efficiency indices, body weight 
(and the time before and the He deceived the eye as the pseudo- targets: all of them tools of 
time before that) the best of surely as the magician pf sae tak surveillance and consequent 
the day was the car park picnic. Picnics in Channing Pollock did. We discipline regimentation. 
drizzly car parks ought to be miserable. look this way. He goes that of Creative Players become the brawny 
However, should the dishes have been way. The more the pedal Writing puppets of coaches and the 


prepared by a master such as Pierre 
Koffmann and the wines imported by 
Yapp Brothers, then the occasion becomes 
an ad hoc regale. 

And then off we trudge, not particularly 
willingly, with the Barbour’d hordes to 
watch a game of set-plays, man mountains, 
butch choreography, gain lines, “hits” and 
tules which no one, especially these days 
the referees, seems to understand. 

As a spectacle, rugby union has vastly 
diminished. Where does a ruck end? 
When is a maul a brawl? The debt to 
American football is massive and debilitat- 
ing. The late Alan Watkins, a writer not 
given to hyperbole, observed that rugby 
union is “no longer a game for normal 
members of the human race” It had 
become an attritional mud bath for men 
who had “bulked up ... not always a pretty 
sight” They turned with the speed ofa 
liner. That was almost 20 years ago. 


dexterity perplexes the more 
it delights. 

The only sportsmen I have seen who 
made comparable magic are Johann 
Cruyff and Zinedine Zidane — “a boy with 
hands where his feet should be” Their gifts 
were financially rewarded. Not to the 
extent that today’s football players are, but 
their scran was more than a crust. 

Phil Bennett played in an era of 
shamateurism, lowly sinecures and “boot 
money” —- bank notes handed over in 
envelopes, in sums that seemed a fortune 
to miners and steel workers whose 
Saturdays were devoted to parish pride, 
home town loyalty and playing for the sake | 
of playing, for joy, bung or no bung. 


THE MORE MONEY THAT HAS come 
in to football the better spectacle the game 
has become. Pitches are no longer 
ploughed. Players have, mostly, not had 
individuality bullied out of them by 
sergeant majors whose limited command 
of English marks them as English. ‘Tactics 
are generally fluid. 
José Mourinho is an exception. His 
teams have often played a variation of 
catenaccio, the ultra-disciplined, 
ultra-defensive Italian style of the 
1960s and 70s that works fine if 
you have a libero with the 
anticipatory acumen of Gaetano 
Scirea but doesn’t if you haven't. 
Even Mourinho has now and again 
experimented with crowd-pleasing 
formations. 


TODAY IS WORSE. It is reminiscent of the 
sort of away-day-bonding-in-the-trenches 
exercises the BBC subjects its executives 
and their minions to. The weary plodding 
is, pace my kinsman Stuart Hogg and 
Antoine Dupont, seldom worth 
watching. When either of them 
gets the ball, one is transported 
back to a different and better age 
of audacity, flair, risk and the 
palpable enjoyment of both 
participants and spectators: 
essentially 75 minutes of thuggery 
and five minutes of ballet. 
Ifthe finest of all rugby 
players — the marvellous 
Phil Bennett who sadly 


THE MORE MONEY that 
has come into rugby, the 


coaches’ suited, wired up, 

Stasi-trained boffins from the 
sports psychology soviet who don’t watch 
the game played on the pitch in front of 
them, but instead monitor it on multiple 
screens. 


THE GAME IS BEING DESTROYED 

just as prose is being destroyed by the 
laughably named pseudo-discipline of 
Creative Writing. Those wha can, write. 
‘Those who can’t become Creative Writing 
Mentors. The excitable, jolly, all-in-this-to- 
gether communal lexicon of these 
borderline therapists should be a warning. 

They do not heed Thom Gunn’s maxim 
that “deep feeling doesn’t make for good 
poetry. A way with language would be a 
bit of a help.’ They blithely spray us with 
wretched constructions: “workshopping’, 
“unforgettable story worlds’, “keep 
teaders turning those pages’, “be an 
active member of the writing community’, 
“broaden yout creative skillset’, “harness 
the power of language” (There is a lot of 
harnessing going on). 

‘The result of this fraudulent preying 
on the arty gullible is a straitened, 
puritanical sub-literature that leaves no 
taste: itis like drinking water rather than 
eau de vie. It does not possess the cardinal 
properties of writing: itis not harrowing 
or exultant, wondrous or offensive, 
dystopian or paradisiac. It is a chaste peck 
on the cheek rather than a tonic offal rub. 

It is doubtless useful ifyou want to 
pursue a career in greetings cards. Céline, 
Pope and Swift are, of course, turning in 
their graves, impatiently awaiting the 
distraction of the start of the new season. @ 


PORTRAIT BY VANESSA DELL 
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“Why is St Primark so huge?” says John 
“It is the moral, ethical and spiritual heart 
of our country,” says Mummy. 
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9 Letters 


Write to The Critic by email at letters@thecritic.co.uk 
including your address and telephone number 


ALIGHT ON PROROGATION 
Patrick Lawrence’s article on the Supreme 
Court's prorogation decision is welcome 
(“ERROR OF JUDGMENT”, JUNE). As he 
notes, the Supreme Court's analysis of 
justiciability plainly conflated the 
existence of the power to prorogue with 
the manner of its exercise. By requiring the 
government to have “reasonable justifica- 
tion” to exercise the prerogative power, the 
decision will surely now render other uses 
of the prerogative a matter for the courts. 

The government would likely have had. 
more success if it had acted more honestly. 
The stated advice to the Queen that five 
weeks’ prorogation was required to write 
a Queen’s Speech was patently disingenu- 
ous. If, as Lawrence observes, the prime 
minister's advice had made it clear why 
high policy required the prorogation, he 
would at least have forced the Supreme 
Court to confront the fact that it was 
making a decision on a political issue. But 
paradoxically a witness statement to this 
effect would itself have been a submission 
to the court’s jurisdiction. 

Prorogation had hitherto been seen 
as potentially a “reserve power” of the 
monarch, i.e. one which the monarch 
can exercise (or decline to exercise) in 
disregard of advice from her ministers. It 
was notable that the proclamation of the 
prorogation allowed a week of parliamen- 
tary time before it came into effect. The 
future release of State papers may disclose 
whether this was due to intervention by 
the palace, insisting that parliament 
should have time to enact a Bill preventing 
the prorogation. 
Paul Walker 
LONDON 


DOWN WITH GOWN 
While I agree with Sam Ashworth-Hayes 
(“MORE TOWN, LESS GOWN”, JULY) on the 
problems caused by a super-abundance of 
students and degrees, he missed the social, 
environmental and economic deprivations 
of “studentification” — when an area 
previously occupied by families becomes 
overwhelmingly full of student rentals. 
Peaceful, neighbourly areas full of 
children, adults and OAPs become messy, 


“The doctor said it's a good thing 
that you were wearing a cycle helmet — 
it could have been a lot worse.” 


perpetually noisy, dangerous areas where 
no-one knows anyone else outside of their 
multiple occupancy let. This ties in nicely 
with Dan Hitchens’s article (“THE COSA 
NOSTRAIN SUITS”, JULY) which mentions 
land-banking by large building contractors 
as a cause in the housing shortage. ‘This is 
true, but the shortage of family-sized 
housing, and some OAP housing, is 
exacerbated by large swathes of what were 
nice suburbs being turned into hellholes. 

I was part of the Nottingham Action 
Group that tried to do something about 
the University of Nottingham’s reluctance 
to provide on-site student accommoda- 
tion. We faced the delusion that there was 
a thing called a “student area” where 
normal rules did not apply: for example, 
students enjoyed randomly walking into 
the road to scare motorists, and then laugh 
(while filming on a phone) at the suppos- 
edly “up-tight” driver telling them off. 

Come the holidays, the area would 
empty to become a ghost town. Finally, 
studentification hastened the death of the 
high street. As students didn’t cook, 
butchers, bakers, greengrocers all closed. 
Other types of shop became mobile phone 
outlets or off-licences. ‘Ihe corner shops 
did, however, survive. 

There are similarities here with tourist 
traps becoming full of holiday lets that 
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price out the locals and ruin the sense 
of community. Holiday lets appear to be 
moving up the popular consciousness. 
“Student areas” should too. I 
R Lincoin | 
GROBY, LEICESTERSHIRE 


TOO MANY CHEFS 
The Secret Author hit the nail squarely 
on the head regarding the Cheltenham 
Literature Festival (“THE FAME GAME”, 
JULY). Some years ago, my wife and I 
attended a superb talk given by Hannah 
Rothschild about ‘the Baroness, her 
biography of her great-aunt, Baroness 
Pannonica de Koenigswarter. After the 
event, we made our way to the signing 
table where half-a-dozen or so attendees 
were waiting for the author. At the next 
table a queue snaked out of the marquee 
and, possibly, across half of Cheltenham. 
On enquiring who would be signing at 
the next table we were informed it was a 
“celebrity chef” who had written her latest 
cookery book. As Hannah said of our small 
group, “quality not quantity’ I had this 
vision of John Moore (one of the original 
founders of the Cheltenham Literature 
Festival) slowly turning in his grave. 
Brian Woodcock 
CORSE LAWN, GLOUCESTERSHIRE 


COURT DISASTER 
While President Biden and his progressive 
pals condemn recent decisions of the US 
Supreme Court, encourage protestors to 
picket the homes of justices and remain 
mute in the face of one attempted 
assassination, Joshua Rozenberg’s article 
about the need for, and value of, judicial 
independence in the UK (“INDEPEND- 
ENCE: A T'WO-WAY STREET”, JULY) was a 
reminder that we may be, in Shaw's words, 
two countries separated by a common 
language and yet yearn for the rule of law. 
God forbid the UK Supreme Court 
should ever rule the people and be 
allowed to vote on such matters as a right 
to terminate a pregnancy or whether to 
employ a government agency to destroy an 
industry without Parliament's permission. 
Michael J. Bond 
MERCER ISLAND, USA 
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JOSHUA ROZENBERG 


Johnson’s disrespect for the law 


The PM pepentedls hens 
acavalier attitude towards 
constitutional conventions 


ORIS JOHNSON WILL 

go down in history as a prime 

minister who played fast and 

loose with the rule of law. 

That’s a much broader 
concept than merely committing a criminal 
offence — though Johnson acknowledged 
having done that, too, by accepting a fixed 
penalty notice in April for breach of his 
own government's lockdown regulations. 

Tn August 2019, weeks after he arrived in 

Downing Street, the prime minister 
advised the Queen to suspend parliament 
for an unprecedented five weeks. A month 
later, the Supreme Court found this 
unlawful. Some in government thought the 
court’s judgment was poorly reasoned. But 
Johnson's attempt to govern without parlia- 
mentary scrutiny showed a lack of respect 
for constitutional conventions that was to 
be repeated throughout his time in office. 


HIS PREFERRED BREXIT DEAL 

left Northern Ireland outside the EU but 
within the EU’s single market for goods. 
To avoid the need for border checks 
between Northern Ireland and the Irish 
Republic, Johnson agreed with the EU that 
customs formalities would be completed 
as goods from Great Britain entered 
Northern Ireland, 

When the Democratic Unionist Party 
found these arrangements unacceptable, 
Johnson's government introduced a bill 
that was intended to break this binding 
legal agreement in “a very specific and 
limited way” — as his Northern Ireland 
secretary put it. ‘The offending 
provisions were later withdrawn 

. ‘ 


from what became the Northern 
Ireland Internal Market Act 2020, 
but not before one of the © 
government's law officers and the 
head ofits legal department had 
resigned in protest. 

A further attempt to 
break international law 
was made this year when 


the Northern Ireland Protocol bill was 
introduced. ‘The government claimed, 
utterly implausibly, that a principle called 
the doctrine of necessity allowed it to 
override its treaty obligations. 

To begin with, some ministers accepted 
that the aims — restoring power-sharing in 
Northern Ireland — justified the means. 


minister, Johnson indulged his lord 
chancellor by allowing him to introduce a 
curiously named Bill of Rights bill which 
promised more than it could deliver. Raab 
wanted to remain signed up to the 
European human rights convention while 
discouraging courts in the UK from 
complying with the way it has been 


But there were limits. That interpreted. 
may have been what Alex Mark Elliott, professor of 
Chalk had in mind when he public law at the University 
resigned from the govern- of Cambridge, said Raab’s 
ment in July. bill was based on a false 

“To be in government is to premise: “that itis possible 
accept the duty to argue for to legislate domestically in 
difficult or even unpopular order somehow to manipu- 
positions where that serves “ « late or magic away treaty 
the broader national interest,” ' This reads obligations that are binding 
he told Johnson. “But it notlikea upon the UK as a matter of 
cannot extend to defending piece of international law.’ 
the indefensible’ le gi slation Lord Ponaraick. QC was 

: rightly scathing about the 
CHALK HAD BEEN but like a bill’s first clause, which said 
solicitor general, deputy to speech toa that “courts must give the 
the attorney general, Suella Conservative  steatest possible weight to the 
Braverman, and, I like to eo principle that, in a parliamen- 
conference 


think, a restraining influence 
on her, Braverman, by 
contrast, was the most politically active 
attorney general we have seen in recent 
times, the first in 750 years to have a spad 
— a special adviser — of her own. 

Johnson allowed her to remain in his 
caretaker government after she announced 
that she was a candidate to succeed him. 
But how could she have given disinterested 
legal advice to the prime minister she 
wanted to replace? How could she have 
given objective opinions on the lawfulness 
of government policies when she was 
attacking them in public? 

The House of Lords constitution 
committee has been considering how 

‘ far the law officers and the lord 

+ chancellor are “able to remain 
impartial, given their position in 
the executive branch of govern- 

ment” If the committee concludes 
that it is no longer possible to have 
your cake and eat it, Johnson will 
be to blame. 
Not content with making 
Dominic Raab deputy prime 


tary democracy, decisions 

about the balance between 
different policy aims ... are properly made 
by parliament’ Who would doubt that? 
“This reads not like a piece of legislation 
but like a speech to a Conservative party 
conference,’ Pannick said. “It is a disgrace 
and it should not be in a bill” 


BRAVERMAN WANTED TO GO further 
and leave the human rights court — which 
would mean quitting the 46-member 
Council of Europe. Making the UKa 
European outcast like Russia and Belarus 
was an appalling suggestion. But at least it 
would have allowed a future government to 
restrict our human rights in whatever way it 
chose, something that Raab had promised 
but could not deliver. 

Johnson was notorious for supporting 
attacks by his ministers on “lefty human 
rights lawyers’ Through those he appointed 
and the policies they espoused, he 
encouraged voters to think that the judges 
were trying to thwart the role of parliament. 
It was in that sense, above all, that he 
undermined the rule of law. @ 
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SARAH 


es 
In arcadia ego DITUM with recriminations, bitterness and 
FOR THE LAST 20 YEARS, every summer —_—_____- — glorious self-owns (come in Nadhim 
has involved a week in Scarborough to Zahawi, your time is never). 
visit my husband’s family. It’s a habit that has accrued its own Labour knows how to nurse a grievance. I’ve been told that 
traditions through repetition. A barbecue at a chalet on the the wounds of Miliband vs Miliband still linger in some 
North Bay. A trip to the chrome-plated ice cream parlour on corridors. Brother tuning on brother led to colleagues tuming 


on colleagues, causing traumas that reverberate more than a 

decade on — never mind the damage done by the Corbyn era. 
Still, no one does messy bitch drama like the Tories. 

My head says give it to Rishi, but my heart says that a 

Penny premiership is the quickest route back to glorious 

public bloodletting. 


Eery silence 


FTER 
SCARBOROUGH, 
-”~ TO LONDON to 

foot-long cone containing all the award-winning flavours, house-sit for a friend. With 
which he’s somehow never been defeated by). the intention of getting 

Fish and chips, of course. A compulsory dip in the North some writing done, [ come 
Sea, regardless of how cold it is. (This year, pre-heatwave, it alone. But while the space 
was a punishing 12 degrees in the water, just 14 on shore. I and freedom is welcome, 
plunged in and then ran back to the safety of my cardigan.) there’s an eeriness to being 
‘The British seaside has gained a few shabby chic pretentions, unneeded: since | became a mother at 
but it’s the old-school mix of “bracing” conditions and neon | 20, there’s always been somebody depending on me. 
pleasure-seeking that I love best. Repeatedly, I’m jolted out of concentration (and sometimes 

And so there’s also an afternoon in the arcades, pouring sleep) by the feeling I should be doing something — fixing 
coins into gaudily seductive machines. This year my (almost- dinner, walking the dog, just being at the kitchen table in case 
adult) daughter was fixated on winning an octopus plush toy someone wants a chat — and then left slightly flat by the 
from the grabber. She put in a pound. The claw flopped | realisation that there’s nothing to be done. 
infuriatingly over the toy. She putin a pound. The claw This, | suppose, is the next transition of motherhood: first 
embraced the toy, then turned queasily weak and let it drop. you're remoulded into parent mode by pregnancy and birth, 
Repeat, repeat, repeat. and then you have to undo all those habits of care as your 

Then, she saw a second machine: three pounds, no claw, children grow into self-sufficiency. The former is raw, physical 
guaranteed octopus. She took two, and with them a very and marked by people sending you ready meals and nipple 
cuddly lesson in the fact that the house always wins. cream. ‘The latter is quieter, slower, bittersweet. 


»0°6 This, after all, is the moment you longed for every time you 
ad blearily performed a night feed or dealt with a school run 


IT WAS WHILE I WAS AT tantrum. ‘Ihis is freedom — but freedom to be what? I feel 

the beach hut barbecue that slightly at a loss. For the first day, I keep fighting the urge to fall 

the defenestration of Boris backinto bed. 

finally kicked off, burgers Parents are often given baby books to record their precious 

neglected as the news app offspring’s important firsts: first smile, first word, first wobbly 

notifications poured in. It steps. But maybe they should also be given a “self” book to 

might not have been a very note down all the things they were before the cataclysm ofa 

edifying period in politics, but new life hit them: last frivolously misspent day, last totally 
at least it ended in the most impulsive journey, last time the only person you had to think 
= entertaining fashion possible: about was you. 
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of intelligibility. Forthe most part, the conversation is 
menacing, the threat of violence ever-present and the 
storylines limited in scope. 

Amysterious woman causes ructions ina tight-knit 
East End family; two assassins await instructionsina 
basement; a birthday partyin a seaside boardinghouse 
is interrupted bythe arrival oftwo strangers. Itwould 
be unfair to level the accusation at Pinter’s work that — 
to quote Vladimir in Waiting for Godot — “Nothing 
happens. Nobody comes, nobody goes. It’s awful” Buthis 
plays are not, itmust be said, heavy on exciting twists and 
edge-of-seatmoments ofjeopardy. 

Whether one cares for Pinter’s early work or not is 
largely down to personal taste. The “comedies of 
menace” in which he specialised for the first decade of 
his career are revived less often than one might expect, 
but generally attract starry casts and big-name directors | 
when they do. Watched individually, they often feel 
more akin to acting exercises than to cohesive drama, 
with big set-piece monologues that give an actor a 
chance to demonstrate their versatility, but little 
emotional or intellectual reward. 


PINTER DEVELOPED SIGNIFICANTLY as a play- 
wright in the Seventies and Eighties and produced 
his finest work in such “memory plays” as Old Times, 
No Man's Land and his masterpiece Betrayal, which 
can stand alongside any other work of twentieth- 
century drama. 

Perhaps it was the shift from the working-class 
milieu of his earlier plays to the middle-class world of 
the literati that Pinter (happily married to the aristo- 
cratic Lady Antonia Fraser) now inhabited, but the 
drama felt suddenly as if it had come alive, featuring 
real characters and emotional stakes, rather than 
remaining ossified within a fantastical, Morrisseyesque 
world of rough, tough men and glacial women. 

But then, alas, came the poetry. Pinter stated in 
1970 that “Sometimes, in poems, J am only dimly 
conscious of the grounds of my activity, and the work 
proceeds to its own law and discipline, with me as a 
go-between, as it were. But as you say, if not conscious, 
so much the better.’ 

After he ceased writing drama in 2000, he not only 
continued to sublimate his urges into poetry, but, in a 
public forum in Turin in 2006, announced that he 
would continue to write verse, but not drama. The 
audience yelled “No!” in unison, which was taken to 
mean horror at the thought of this East End Prospero 
laying down his quill; in fact, it now seems likely that 
they were aghast at the idea of yet more poetry. 


HIS DEATH TWO YEARS LATER put a stop to such 
deathless works as “American Football” perhaps his 


Leen ee a aS 


Pinter might have 
been trying to invent 
anew genre, but he 
wasn tvery adept at it 


best-known poem. It bears reprinting, to understand 
how deep the decline was: 

Hallelullah! 

Tt works. 

We blew the shit out of them. 

We blew the shit right back up their own ass 

And out their fucking ears. 

It works. 

We blew the shit out of them. 

‘They suffocated in their own shit! 

Hallelullah. 

Praise the Lord for all good things. 

We blew them into fucking shit. 

They are eating it. 

Praise the Lord for all good things. 

We blew their balls into shards of dust, 

Into shards of fucking dust. 

We did it. 

Now I want you to come over here and kiss me on the 

mouth. 

Acase can be made for “American Football” being 
of a piece with Pinter’s career-long interest in state 
violence and oppression; it’s not so very far away from 
short, angry plays of his such as Mountain Language 
and One For The Road. 

Yet the incontestable fact is also that it isn’t very 
good. Pinter might have been trying to invent a new 
genre — agitprop poetry — but he also suffered from 
not being naturally adept at it. In his private papers at 
the British Library is a long and apparently warm 
correspondence between him and Philip Larkin. One 
can only imagine Larkin’s reactions to such poetry. 

Should we write Pinter off? Of course not. He was 
undeniably a major figure, if an overrated one, 
whose work does have a distinctive and, at its best, 
mesmeric quality. 

But its opacity and lack of humanity quickly 
becomes wearying. He once described his plays as 
being about “the weasel under the cocktail cabinet” 
and immediately regretted this moment of clarity, It is 
hard not to think that he may have been better off, late 
in life, shrugging and saying “How should I know?” 
Such candour would have made it altogether easier to 
warm to this brusque and difficult man. @ 
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SOUTH AFRICA 
FIELDER JONTY 
RHODES MAHES A 
FLYING CATCH 
AGAINST ENGLAND 
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reverse sweeps, slogs and scoops are almost ordinary. 


S 


Tl M OTHY As bat dominates ball — at least for now — it is easy to forget 8 
that bowling has also changed: wide yorkers and slower ball = 
CRICKET HAS ALWAYS understood, in the bouncers for quick bowlers; doosras and carrom balls for 
words of Tancredi in The Leopard, that “if we spinners. Players and teams from across the world have $ 
want things to stay as they are, things will innovated and perfected these changes. Tillakaratne Dilshan 2 
have to change” For cricket, a sport pioneered the scoop, for example. Jos Buttler has taken T20 and = & 
renowned for its conservatism, has been one-day batting to another level. The Indian Premier League Fi 
conspicuously quick to embrace change. First-class cricket changed the game forever. = 
spawned , which spawned i | But one team in particular has been at the forefront of the e 
which spawned the (admittedly despicable, artificial) change, and that is . After winning the Twenty20 z 
. Even for the traditionalists, there is now a World World Cup in 2010, and continuing to prosper in test match & 
Test Championship. cricket, by 2015 the team was in a mess in one-day cricket. bi 
Cricket whites gave way to playing in pyjamas. Power shifted During the World Cup that year, the English were brushed aside 2 
from England and Australia to India. Players can wear by other teams playing a brash, aggressive brand of cricket. < 
microphones for the television companies and even cameras in Then took over the one-day captaincy and rf 
their helmets. The broadcasting rights for the Indian Premier turned things around almost immediately. Under his S 
League are sold for more, per match, than the rights for the leadership, England only narrowly lost the T20 World Cup final == 
English Premier League in football. in 2016. By 2018, England were breaking records for the highest 
And the change is not limited to the format of the matches, BEN STOKES AND BRENDON 
nor to the way the game runs and sells itself. For the way cricket [Cau Gar 
is played — Maa teams constantly striving for competitive Lsrspenen aap tae 
advantage — is always changing. NEW ZEALAND IN MAY 
Where once was ararity, seenasafreakof jo; 


nature, now every team has several Jonties: brilliant fielders 
capable of outstretched, diving catches and direct-hit run-outs 
from distance. Fielders on boundaries operate in pairs, one 
diving beyond the boundary rope to flick the ball to their 
teammate to take a catch. 


BATTING HAS SEEN THE SAME KIND of drastic changes. 
Once teams struggled to sustain a run rate of five per over even 
in one-day games. Now the record score in a 50-over one-day 
international is 498 for 4. Teams do not rely on one pinch hitter 
at the top of the order — their entire line-ups are full of powerful 
batsmen. Where the sweep shot was once seen as radical, now 
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and fastest scores in the history of the game, trouncing 
Australia 5-0. And in 2019 came the ultimate triumph: four 
years after a humiliating World Cup defeat, World Cup triumph, 
as England prevailed in the most dramatic final against New 
Zealand at Lord’s. 

This summer, Morgan handed over the white-ball captaincy 
to Butter, He was suffering a poor run of form, and, always 
honest about what the team needed, he realised it no longer 
needed him. The best tribute to him was that the team he built 
had surpassed him in its aggressive and attacking mentality 
and execution. 


AND NOW THE TEST MATCH TEAM is doing something 
similar. A new coach, BRENDON “BAZ” MCCULLUM, anda 
new captain, BEN STOKES, have brought a new mindset to Test 
cricket. A tearm that had grown timorous, whose players’ 
technical deficiencies had been ruthlessly exposed by rival 
teams, appears transformed. In the fourth innings of the first 
four Tests of the summer, England successfully chased 277, 299, 
296 and 378, often reaching five runs per over. 

The extent to which “Bazball’ as it has become known, is 
very different to what has gone before is debatable. Joe Root, 
freed from the burden of the captaincy, for example, is batting 
with freedom and scoring quickly but within convention. Jonny 
Bairstow has played with controlled aggression, and scored 
heavily. The one batsman who has, perhaps, taken things too 
far on occasion is Stokes himself — and he has tended then to 
fall cheaply. Overall, though, the team has undoubtedly been 
given a new and clear mindset of positivity and aggression. 

While the team lacks some of the classical technical skills 
required by Test cricket at its toughest — batsmen facing the 
most skilful bowlers, bowlers trying to take wickets on flat 
pitches — England are at least playing to the strengths of 
players like Bairstow, who remains one of the most destructive 
one-day batsmen in the world. 

Sometimes it will work, and sometimes it will fail. In an ideal 
world England would have better top order batsmen with 
watertight techniques that would hold up well on fast pitches in 
Australia or dry, tuming wickets in India. And one of the 
less-understood stories of the summer is how the Dukes balls 
used in both county cricket and test matches have gone 
prematurely soft, making life harder for bowlers. We will see 
what happens when that problem is rectified, and when 
England play overseas. 

But until then, we should enjoy watching England play 
Bazball. The revolution might not succeed ... but we will have 
plenty of fun watching them give it their best. @ 

Nick Timothy is the author of Remaking One Nation: The 
Future of Conservatism and a Daily Telegraph columnist 


THIS IS A BANNER YEAR FOR GOLDEN 
sporting anniversaries. First 1972 gave us 
Bob Massie, as detailed in last month’s 
column. Then it gave us MARY PETERS. 

The Munich Olympics were Mary’s last 
shot at glory. She had competed in the pentathlon at the two 
previous Games, finishing fourth in Tokyo in 1964 and ninth in 
Mexico City four years later. 

She lived in Belfast, where training conditions were tough 
— rainy, cold, a running track pitted with potholes, and of 
course repeated bombs and security alerts. But it was also for 

oi SSTrke ey Belfast that she wanted to win 
, HIGH JUMP as much as she did for herself. 
nbn ‘This was her city which she 
loved fiercely. Its people loved 
her right back, for her 
effervescence, her smile and 
her warmth. 

‘The Olympic competition 
took place over two days. 
Spurred on by her number 
(111, which she took as an 
omen), the atmosphere and the 
vast crowd — “it was the first 
time in my life and career I had 
areal audience, and 1 
performed for them” — Mary 
attacked the first day like a 
woman possessed. Personal 
best in the 80m hurdles. 
Personal best in the shot. 
Personal best in the high jump. 


HER OVERNIGHT LEAD was 
300 points, yet she couldn't 

Hz ( z sleep. “Every time I looked at 
ee my watch it seemed the hands 
had moved backwards.’ For she knew that day two was the turf 
of her main rival, West Germany’s Heide Rosendahl, and that 
those 300 points could vanish in the blink of an eye. 

Heide had already won individual long jump gold, and she 
picked up where she left off — a leap of 6.83m, just a centimetre 
off her own world record. Mary recorded 5.95m. Those 300 
points were down to just 47. If Heide ran to her maximum in the 
200 meters, Mary would need another lifetime best to cling onto 
gold. “People kept telling me not to worry, as I'd won a medal. 
But I kept saying ‘any medal is no good. It’s got to be the gold” 

To their marks. The hush, the set, the gun, the roar. The 


THE critic 109 auG|seP 2022 


stagger holding as the bend unwinds. Heide on the outside, red 
and white striped socks a blur as she flows down the track. 
Mary’s strides are shorter, choppier as she starts to lose ground. 
In the BBC commentary box Ron Pickering unashamedly 
abandons any attempt at impartiality and instead channels the 
yearning of millions of viewers back home. 

“Now come on, Mary, you need the run of your lifetime. 
Keep on going. Rosendahl on the outside. Pollak is going well 
but she’s only a yard clear. Mary, come on! COME ON! You've 
got two yards to make. Rosendahl hits the tape first, Bodner 
second, Pollak third, Peters fourth. But is it enough?” 

For ten minutes they wait: officials poring over points tables, 
checking and double-checking their results, while the athletes 
stand in little huddles and the photographers swarm around. 
Suddenly Heide comes over and embraces Mary as the result 
flashes up on the board. PETERS, GBR, 4801: ROSENDAHL, 
GER, 4791. ‘Ten points. Ten points is a tenth of a second, a tiny 
fraction of time in which gold medals are won and lost. 

A death threat is phoned into the BBC. “Mary Peters is a 
Protestant and has won a medal for Britain. An attempt will be 
made on her life and it will be blamed on the IRA. Her home 
will be going up in the near future.” 

“Bollocks to that,’ she says. “I'm going back to Belfast.” And 
when she does the city turns out to welcome her: a golden balm 
for a troubled and divided nation, just as she wanted. “I won it 
for you,’ she tells the crowd, “and I’ve brought it back for you.” 


SHE WAS OFFERED JOBS IN THE United States and Australia, 
but refused both. “[ wouldn't be happy. My family is the 
Northern Ireland people.’ She set up A TRUST IN HER NAME 
to support talented young sportsmen and women from across 
Northern Ireland. To date it’s helped more than 4,000 people, 
some of whom have gone onto stardom: golfers Darren Clarke, 
Graeme McDowell and Rory Mcllroy, rugby player David 
Humphreys and boxer Carl Frampton. 

She became British athletics team manager, the perfect mix 
of mother hen and sergeant-major, knowing instinctively who 
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needed an arm round their shoulder and who a kick up the 
arse. More than one athlete in her charge owed their medal to a 
Mary P pep talk just before the off. 

She championed the cause of women in sport, and in her 
footsteps as the best multi-event athlete in the world have come 
Denise Lewis, Jessica Ennis-Hill and Katarina Johnson- 
‘Thompson. She wentinto schools and spoke to children. She 
served as Lord Lieutenant of Belfast for five years, and atthe track 
where she once trained she is immortalised in a bronze statue. 

She's now in her eighties but has the energy and enthusiasm 
of someone half her age: and she still, as she always did, knows 
the value of things rather than their price. “I'll never be rich, I’ll 
never be able to afford exotic holidays, but the greatest pleasure 
I've had from my success is in being able to help other people” 

Lady Mary Peters. Olympic champion. National treasure. 
And gold, in every way. @ 

Boris Starling is an award-winning author, screenwriter 
and journalist. Leap of Faith by Frankie Dettori with Boris 
Starling was published by HarperCollins last year 


PATRICK 
KIDD 
SPORTING “I'VE GOT YOU A CHAT WITH BORIS,” 
the press officer whispered conspiratori- 
PRIM E ally to me, covering the 2009 Boat Race 
for The Times, and my colleague from the 
Telegraph. “But just the two of you,’ he 
added. “Don’t tell the others.’ This seemed odd. Boris Rankov, 
that year’s race umpire, was an approachable fellow. Why the 
secrecy? We wondered what news Rankov was about to reveal. 
The discovery of an unexploded mine off Chiswick Eyot, 
perhaps, or a decision to throw out any rowers doing a degree 
in land economy? 

It was a bit disappointing, therefore, to be shown into a 
room and find not a professor of Roman history and six-times 
winning oarsman but another Boris, blond not bald, who 
shared the umpire’s love of classics but had no apparent 
interest in boats. ‘[he mayor of London gave some rah-rah-rah 
about the capital and said how great it was that the Olympics 
would use the alma mater’s lake. It didn’t make either paper. It 
was, though, the first time ] met our future leader. 


MINISTERS 


A PRIME MINISTER HAS ROWED in the Boat Race, but not a 
British one. HENRY WADDINGTON, born near Le Mans and 
educated at Rugby, was in the Cambridge crew in 1849. ‘thirty 
years later he was prime minister of France for 11 months. 
ButBORIS JOHNSON was nota boatie. Ifhe had attended 
the race as a studentit would have been to nick a policeman’s 
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Alec Douglas-Home played first-class cricket for Middlesex. Wisden 
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JORIS JOHNSON CAPTAINING A WALL GAME TEAM, ETON 1982 
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helmet, in time-honoured Wooster fashion. To adapt the Eton 
Boating Song, the only “swing-swing together” that probably 
interested Johnson was with his body between someone’s 
sister’s knees. 

At Eton he was a dry bob, excelling at the Wall Game in his 
own chaotic and physical way. “Completely non-directional, he 
has to be pointed in the right way or he may push the wall over” 
aschool report said in 1980. A year later, it was noted that he 
played “like an echidna [a type of spiny anteater] on heat” In 
1982, when he captained the Collegers, he was called “the 
blond behemoth” 

He had this in common with HAROLD MACMILLAN, his 
fellow OE PM, who was more fearless than his bookish image 
suggests. This is the man who spent ten hours in a shellhole in 
1916 with a bullet in his pelvis, dosing himself with morphine 
and Aeschylus. Seven years earlier, Macmillan had played his 
part in an historic Wall Game: the last time a goal was scored in 
the big St Andrew's Day match. 


OTHER PRIME MINISTERS HAVE HAD 
sporting talent. ALEC DOUGLAS-HOME 
played first-class cricket for Oxford and 
Middlesex. Wisden reported that he was good 
against spin and useful on a sticky wicket, 
which may have helped in politics. 

JOHN MAJOR was no less keen, ifless 
capable. At a summit in 1991, he opened the 
batting in a charity match with BOB HAWKE, 
the Australian prime minister. Hawke kept 
stealing the strike but Major didn’t mind until 
the umpires waved them olf after a few overs. 
“Time for real cricketers,’ the umpire said. As 
they walked in, Major asked Hawke if he’d 
known they would get limited time. “Jeez, 
yes,’ Hawke said. “Didn't you?” 


MAJOR AND HAWKE OPEN THE BATTING 


nasticky wicket, which is useful in politics 


DAVID CAMERON was a decent college tennis player, 
described by John Bercow, his doubles partner for the 
Commons team, as “like John McEnroe when he made a 
mistake but tolerant and encouraging when I did” 

WINSTON CHURCHILL was public schools champion at 
fencing. CLEMENT ATTLEE played billiards for Oxford. And 
TED HEATH won the Sydney to Hobart yacht race on Morning 
Cloud in 1970 before leading Britain to victory in the Admiral’s 
Cup a year later while prime minister. 

The Johnson approach to sport — and politics — differed 
from his predecessors. He had the same enthusiasm and desire 
to win: he just didn’t care whether he did it within the rules. 
Johnson once said his tactics in the Wall Game were “sudden 
spasms of uncontrolled aggression” 


MAURIZIO GAUDINO WOULD AGREE. The former Germany 
midfield player was taking part in a charity football match in 
2006 when a red-shirted Johnson, playing, as the Telegraph put 
it, “like a demented combine harvester’; ploughed into him 
with a no-hands rugby tackle. 

Atleast Gaudino was a grown man. In 2015, Johnson barged 
shoulder-first into Toki Sekiguchi during a rugby exhibition in 
Tokyo, sending the 10-year-old child flying. “I accidentally 
flattened him, unfortunately,’ Johnson said. “But he bounced 
back.” The boy said he was “in pain but OK” 

This gung-ho competitiveness extends to the tennis court, 
where Johnson plays with a warped wooden racket that sends 
the ball off at unpredictable angles and puts opponents off with 
his deep gorilla grunting, and to the annual cricket match 
between his family and Earl Spencer’s, for which he has been 
known to select such distant cousins as Kevin Pietersen 
Johnson and Monty Panesar Johnson. 

Johnson would doubiless agree with Vince Lombardi’s 
dictum. “Show me a good loser,’ the American football coach 
said, “and I will show you a loser” 

It reminds me ofa story told by my 
former Times colleague, Philip Howard, about 
his father, Peter, who captained England at 
rugby in the 1930s. Losing to Ireland at half 
time, he gathered his team. “Now look here 
chaps, are we going to play like proper 
Englishmen in the second half?” he asked. 
“Or shall we try to win?” There then followed 
the filthiest 40 minutes of foul play. 

Though England still lost, by one point, 

I suspect Johnson would have approved of 
the spirit. @ 

sees Patrick Kidd writes the Diary and Tailender 
in The Times 
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Fancy getting away or want to treat someone special? From traversing the stunning 
Scottish Highlands, to cruising along the Cornish coast, exploring the nations capital 
or simply taking in the spectacular views whilst being served the finest gourmet food 

and drink. We’ve got lots of special trips and excursions for you to enjoy... 
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